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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING
NETWORK ROUTE REDUNDANCY ACROSS
LAYER 2 DEVICES
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APPLICATIONS
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2013, entitled SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVID-
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COPYRIGHT NOTICE

A portion of the disclosure of this patent document
contains material which is subject to copyright protection.
The copyright owner has no objection to the facsimile
reproduction by anyone of the patent document or the patent
disclosure, as it appears in the Patent and Trademark Office
patent files or records, but otherwise reserves all copyright
rights whatsoever.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The invention disclosed herein generally relates to sys-
tems, methods and articles of manufacture for providing
route or path redundancy in communications networks.
More particularly, the present invention relates to systems
and methods for providing route redundancy across Layer 2
devices, as well as selected ports on 1.2 devices.

In recent years, the bandwidth in Local Area Networks
(LAN) has increased rapidly, driven by the widespread
adoption of Gigabit Ethernet (GbE), while bandwidth capac-
ity in wide area networks (WAN) has exploded, driven by
the proliferation of Dense Wave Division Multiplexing
(DWDM) technology and high-speed OC-48/192 links. As a
result, the new bottleneck is in the MAN, the traffic inter-
section of the LAN and WAN and the natural home for much
of the world’s bandwidth and next-generation network ser-
vices. For this reason, the Metropolitan Area Networks
(MAN) has emerged as a key network build-out point.

A MAN typically spans a single urban metropolitan
environment and is one of the most important locations in
the network today. Because the MAN resides in the crucial
location between users and the core of the Internet, it must
offer both the intelligence and bandwidth for service pro-
viders to deploy profitable new services. Enterprises are also
deploying new MANS to obtain high speed site connectivity
for storage networking, videoconferencing, IP telephony,
supplier integration, and more. MANs, however present an
environment that demands a design methodology that is
highly resilient and can make any network outage seem
transparent to the user by providing alternate routes around
any outage.
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Many MANs are moving towards a design topology
primarily comprising a vast Layer 2 switched network in
order to avoid latency problems associated with the use of
Layer 3 devices such as routers. In a switched network, all
hosts or end nodes connected to the same physical LAN
segment reside in the same broadcast domain, which has the
potential of flooding the network with traffic and making it
essentially unusable as the network grows. VILANSs are used
by switches to create a division of the physical network
segments into separate broadcast domains without the
latency problems associated with routers. A router or device
acting as such, however, is still needed to move between
broadcast domains. The use of switches and VLANs allows
a LAN to be created that is independent of physical location
by grouping users into logical workgroups. Massive
switched topologies such as MANSs, therefore, require
redundancy to be extended to Layer 2 as well as Layer 3
devices.

Among Layer 3 (L3) devices, techniques have been
developed to provide failover between groups of L3 acting
in concert as a virtual .3 device. One prominent protocol for
providing this failover functionality is the Virtual Router
Redundancy Protocol (VRRP). According to this protocol,
multiple L3 devices connected to a network segment or
segments are associated with a virtual address, which is
provided to all hosts on the managed segment or segments.
Only one of the L3 devices forming the virtual device,
however, is active and utilizing the virtual address. When the
active device experiences a failure, another device takes
control of the virtual address and continues to route packets
between the managed network segment and the outside
network, ensuring continuous service at Layer 3.

Another solution to providing L3 failure protection is
presented in U.S. Pat. No. 5,473,599, entitled “Standby
Router Protocol” and assigned to Cisco Systems, Inc.
According to this patent, a system and protocol are provided
for routing data packets from a host on a LAN through a
virtual address belonging to a group of routers. An active
router in the group of routers emulates the virtual router. The
host does not know which router from the group is actually
handling the data packets it sends. If the standby router
becomes inoperative or takes over for the active router, other
routers in the group hold an election to determine which of
them should take over for the standby router.

With regard to connectivity among Layer 2 (L.2) devices,
aprimary concern is to avoid endless network loops. Endless
loops occur in a network when multiple active paths are
present between hosts on a network. When loops occur,
hosts appear on multiple interfaces on some devices. This
condition confuses the forwarding algorithm and allows
duplicate frames to be forwarded to the same device, per-
haps endlessly. Spanning-Tree Protocol (STP) eliminates
this condition by forcing certain redundant data paths into a
blocked or standby state. STP operates transparent to end
stations, which are unaware whether they are connected to
a single LAN segment or a switched LAN comprising
multiple segments.

All switches in an extended LAN participating in STP
gather information on other switches in the network through
an exchange of data messages, referred to as bridge protocol
data units (BPDU). The BPDU messages contain informa-
tion about the transmitting switch and its ports, including
switch and port Media Access Control (MAC) addresses,
switch priority, and port cost. The exchange of messages
results in the election of a unique root switch for the stable
topology. The exchange further results in the election of a
designated switch for every switched LAN segment and the
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removal of loops in the switched network by placing redun-
dant switch ports in a back up state.

Unfortunately, VRRP and STP are unable to work
together in concert on L2 devices to provide failover recov-
ery while preventing network loops. STP cannot work with
VRRP to coordinate multiple devices in a virtual 1.2/1.3
device because the two operate independently from one
another on different layers of the Open Systems Intercon-
nection (OS]) multilayered communication model. Telecom-
munication traffic is divided into seven layers under the OSI
model, the layers themselves spilt into two groups. The
upper four layers are used whenever a message passes to or
from a user. The lower three layers (up to the network layer)
are used when any message passes through the host com-
puter, whereas messages intended for the receiving com-
puter pass to the upper layers. Messages destined for some
other host are not passed up to the upper layers but are
forwarded to another host. Layer 2 refers to the data-link
layer, which provides synchronization for the physical level
and furnishes transmission protocol knowledge and man-
agement. Layer 3, the network layer, handles the routing of
the data, e.g., sending it in the right direction to the right
destination on outgoing transmissions and receiving incom-
ing transmissions at the packet level.

Proposed solutions to the redundancy problem in massive
switched [.2/1.3 networks have been unsatisfactory. One of
these proposed solutions is presented by Extreme Networks’
Extreme Standby Router Protocol (ESRP), which provides
both a Layer 3 default router and Layer 2 loop redundancy
mechanisms. In ESRP, however, the router interface is shut
down when acting as a backup device. By shutting down the
router interface, the ESRP approach rules out remote man-
agement through the VLAN or VL AN that are controlled
according to ESRP. Furthermore, the ESRP protocol can
only achieve a limited number of redundancy levels (ap-
proximately four levels of redundancy) among groups of
ESRP switches providing redundancy among each other. In
addition to the foregoing, ESRP lacks any authentication
mechanism in order to prevent malicious or fraudulent
packets from being received from an intruder and acted
upon.

There is thus a need for a system and method that provides
a robust redundancy mechanism for providing failover
among Layer 2 and Layer 2/Layer 3 devices that improves
on the shortcomings of presently available solutions.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In accordance with the present invention, systems and
methods are described for providing route redundancy to
Layer 2 networks. The 1.2 network may have a plurality of
switches arranged in an arbitrary configuration or architec-
ture, but must remain loop free through the use, for example,
of spanning tree or other protocol. Redundancy is provided
through use of a virtual switch identified by an address and
having two or more Layer 2 switches which communicate
with one another to elect a master at any given time.

Thus, in accordance with one embodiment, a system is
provided including a loop free Layer 2 network having a
plurality of switching devices. A virtual switch is coupled to
the loop free Layer 2 network, the virtual switch having two
or more switches configured to transition between master
and backup modes to provide redundant support for the loop
free Layer 2 network, the switches communicating their
status through use of a plurality of redundancy control
packets. The system also includes means for allowing the
redundancy control packets to be flooded through the Layer
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2 network. The means may include time-to-live data
attached to the redundancy control packet which is decre-
mented only when the packets are transferred through
devices which are configured to recognize the protocol used
in redundancy control packets.

In accordance with another aspect of the invention, a
method is described for providing redundancy to a loop free
Layer 2 network of arbitrary configuration. The method
involves coupling a virtual switch to the Layer 2 network,
the virtual switch comprising two or more switches config-
ured to transition between master and backup modes to
provide redundant support for the Layer 2 network. One or
more of the switches in the virtual switch transmit redun-
dancy control packets, the redundancy control packets
including time-to-live data. The redundancy control packets
are flooded through the Layer 2 network and the time-to-live
for the packets is decremented only when the redundancy
control packet is transferred through a device configured to
interpret the redundancy control packet.

In accordance with another aspect, the invention includes
a computer usable medium storing program code which,
when executed, causes a computerized Layer 2 switch to
perform a method for transitioning between backup and
master roles in a virtual switch. The method performed by
the program includes storing a priority value for the switch
and transitioning the switch device to a backup mode if a
redundancy control packet is received by the switch where
the embedded priority value of the packet is greater than the
stored switch priority value. The method further includes
transitioning the switch device from the backup mode to a
master confirm mode if a redundancy control packet is
received by the switch where the embedded priority value of
the packet is less than the stored switch priority value. When
in master confirm mode, the switch transmits a plurality of
redundancy control packets until the switch is transitioned to
the backup mode, and transitions from the master confirm
mode to a master mode if the number of transmitted redun-
dancy control packets reaches a threshold.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention is illustrated in the figures of the accom-
panying drawings which are meant to be exemplary and not
limiting, in which like references are intended to refer to like
or corresponding parts, and in which:

FIG. 1 is a block diagram presenting a configuration of
VSRP and VSRP aware devices according to one embodi-
ment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram presenting a configuration of
VSRP and VSRP aware devices according to another
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram presenting a break between a
master VSRP device and a VSRP aware device according to
one embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram presenting a VSRP aware
device utilizing multiple VLANs connected to master and
backup VSRP devices according to one embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 5 is a block diagram presenting multiple VSRP
aware devices, each utilizing multiple VLANs, connected to
a virtual switch according to one embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram pressing a process for initializing
a VSRP device within a virtual switch according to one
embodiment of the present invention;
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FIG. 7 is a flow diagram presenting a process that a VSRP
device executes during operation in backup mode according
to one embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram presenting a process that a VSRP
device executes during operation in master confirm mode
according to one embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram presenting a process that a VSRP
device executes during operation in master mode according
to one embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram presenting a process for
calculating a priority value corresponding to the outgoing
bandwidth available on each VSRP device comprising a
virtual switch according to one embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 11 is a block diagram presenting two VSRP devices
acting as two virtual switches, each providing failover to
different VLLANs, according to one embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 12 is a flow diagram pressing a process for providing
a converged virtual switch according to one embodiment of
the present invention;

FIG. 13 is a block diagram presenting two virtual switches
in a ladder configuration providing, one providing failover
redundancy for the other, according to one embodiment of
the present invention;

FIG. 14 is a block diagram presenting two VSRP devices
comprising a virtual switch connected to a ring topology
network according to one embodiment of the present inven-
tion; and

FIG. 15 is a flow diagram presenting a method for
configuring and operating a virtual switch connected to a
ring topology network according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

Embodiments of a method, system, and article of manu-
facture comprising software programs for providing net-
work route redundancy across Layer 2 (L2) and hybrid
Layer 2/Layer 3 (L.2/1.3) devices in accordance with the
present invention are described with reference to the draw-
ings in FIGS. 1 through 15.

Turning to FIG. 1, a network topology configured accord-
ing to one embodiment of the present invention is illustrated.
The network topology presented comprises a number of
switches 108, 110, 112, 122, 124, 126 performing Layer 2
aggregation and switching functionality. As is explained in
greater detail herein, each of these Layer 2 devices 108, 110,
112, 122, 124, 126 is aware of the Virtual Switch Redun-
dancy Protocol or VSRP, described in detail herein, and may
thus properly operate with the failover functionality pro-
vided by the present invention. An exemplary Layer 2 device
108, 110, 112, 122, 124, 126 is the Edgelron 4802F switch
available from Foundry Networks of San Jose, Calif.

In accordance with the invention, each of these Layer 2
devices 108, 110, 112, 122, 124, 126 may also be connected
to one or more host devices, hubs, switches, bridges or other
network interconnection devices. Indeed, these L2 switches
may be connected to any arbitrary Layer 2 network topology
which is loop free. For example, these switches may be
connected to a network running the spanning tree protocol to
eliminate loops. As another example, the connected network
may be a ring running the simplified loop prevention pro-
tocol described in commonly-owned patent application Ser.
No. 10/090,669, filed Mar. 4, 2002, now U.S. Pat. No.
6,717,922, entitled “NETWORK CONFIGURATION PRO-
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TOCOL AND METHOD FOR RAPID TRAFFIC RECOV-
ERY AND LOOP AVOIDANCE IN RING TOPOLOGIES”,
said application being incorporated herein by reference. In
either case, VSRP may be employed with the other protocol
using techniques described herein.

In the network topology illustrated at FIG. 1, another
layer of devices 104, 106, 118, 120 reside between the VSRP
aware devices performing 1.2 aggregation and switching
108, 110, 112, 122, 124, 126 and the network core 114. Each
of these devices 104, 106, 118, 120 comprises 1.2 switching
functionality and preferably L3 functionality as well. These
devices are described as VSRP devices because they com-
municate with other VSRP devices according to the Virtual
Switch Redundancy Protocol (VSRP), as is explained in
greater detail herein. VSRP devices 104 and 118 are also
associated with other VSRP devices, 106 and 120 respec-
tively, in order to create virtual switches 102 and 116,
respectively, that operate according to the VSRP protocol.

Looking at the topology connected to the “southern”
region of the WAN; the virtual switch 102 is connected to
each VSRP aware device 108, 110, 112 residing directly
below the virtual switch 102 in the topology. Specifically,
only one of the VSRP devices 104 comprising the virtual
switch 102 is in active communication with the VSRP aware
devices 108, 110, 112 to which it is connected. These
interconnections are presented in bold typeface both here
and throughout the disclosure of the present invention as
indicative of a connection over which normal network traffic
is being passed, e.g., ports on both ends of the connection
104 and 108 are forwarding data. This is in contrast to the
interconnections presented in normal typeface where traffic
is being blocked. As is explained herein, not all traffic is
blocked over ports set to block traffic according to the
protocol of the present invention.

Building on the general network topology of the invention
presented in FIG. 1, FIG. 2 presents an alternative embodi-
ment of a configuration of VSRP and VSRP aware devices.
As in the previous illustration, several VSRP aware switches
are presented 210, 212, and 214. These switches 210, 212,
214 are VSRP aware and are provided with knowledge that
they connect a plurality of devices acting in concert as one
virtual switch. Although it may be assumed that additional
network infrastructure resides below this level of devices
210, 212, 214, e.g., hosts and other network interconnect
devices, it is by no means a requirement of the present
invention.

Sitting between the VSRP aware switches 210, 212, and
214 and the network core 220 are a series of VSRP switches
204, 206 and 208. As is explained herein, each of the VSRP
switches 204, 206 and 208 communicates with other VSRP
switches according to the VSRP protocol. Communication
according to the protocol allows devices in a virtual switch
to determine whether it should set itself to master mode,
backup mode, or an intermediary mode described below, for
the group of supported devices, thereby providing failure
redundancy and avoiding network loops. The VSRP
switches 204, 206 and 208 are configured as one virtual
switch 202, providing redundant routes to the network core
220 in the event that the current VSRP master switch 204
within the virtual switch 202 becomes inoperative, e.g., not
the optimal switch to be acting as master for a given virtual
circuit 202.

Specific attention is directed to the symmetrical manner in
which the VSRP switches 204, 206 and 208 comprising the
virtual switch 202 are connected to the VSRP aware
switches 210, 212, 214 for which the virtual switch 202 is
providing redundancy. For example, VSRP aware switch T
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210 is symmetrically connected to VSRP master switch Q
204, VSRP backup switch R 206 and VSRP backup switch
S 208, all three of which comprise the virtual switch 202.
Among the three connections 216, the only connection
forwarding data is the connection with VSRP master switch
Q 204, whereas backup switches R and S, 206 and 208
respectively, are blocking communication. In this manner,
only one switch 204 in the virtual switch 202 is transmitting
data, while the other switches 206 and 208 are blocking
traffic until the situation arises when one of the two is
required to become the master switch, causing the current
master switch 204 to transition to backup mode. It should
also be noted that, in addition to the VSRP aware switches
210, 212, 214 being symmetrically connected to the virtual
switch 202, it is axiomatic that each VSRP switch 204, 206,
208 must in turn be symmetrically connected to each VSRP
aware switch 210, 212, 214 that the virtual switch 202 is
providing redundancy for. This is true regardless of whether
the VSRP device is in master or backup mode.

As is explained in greater detail herein, a priority value
determines whether a VSRP device is in master or backup
mode. One of the factors in determining priority value is the
number of connections the VSRP device has vis-a-vis other
VSRP devices comprising the same virtual switch. FIG. 3
presets a situation where the VSRP device currently in
master mode 304 has lost communication 314 with a VSRP
aware switch 310 located on the far side of an intermediate
hub 308, which is an unmanaged device. According to the
present invention, detailed knowledge of the overall network
is not required, only knowledge that the VSRP aware
switches being backed up are symmetrically connected to
the VSRP switches comprising the virtual switch. Knowl-
edge at each VSRP switch comprising the virtual switch that
a “live” connection exists to every immediate supported
neighbor (here, a VSRP aware switch) is necessary in order
to provide failover when an outage occurs.

In order to determine the number of connections each
VSRP switch 304 and 306 has to VSRP aware switches 310
and 312, it is necessary to do more than simply count the
ports that are connected at the VSRP switch 304 and 306.
Knowledge of a physical connection at a particular port on
a VSRP switch 304 and 306, regardless of the connection
status, is not helpful in determining a switch’s ability to
connect to the virtual switch’s neighbors. Therefore, in order
to determine the number of “live” connections, each VSRP
switch 304 and 306 broadcasts 1.2 health check packets,
independent of the VSRP hello packets discussed elsewhere
herein. The Layer 2 heath check is essentially a query
broadcast by the VSRP device 304 and 306 on all of its
interfaces. These health check packets are exchanged, for
example, between either end of links 304-310 and 304-312.
Each L2 device, e.g., VSRP aware switches 310 and 312,
that receives the Layer 2 heath check packet broadcast by the
VSRP switch 304 and 310 respond with a response packet
identifying the device. According to some techniques,
extended device data is returned. Software executing on the
VSRP router is used to advertise aggregated [.2 connection
information, along with additional data, to other VSRP
routers comprising the same virtual switch in order to make
election decisions.

In the situation presented in FIG. 3, the physical link
between the VSRP master switch 304 and the hub 308 is still
up. The connection between the hub 308 and the underlying
VSRP aware switch 310, however, has been severed 314. As
is clearly explained herein, this should result in a failover
unless, for example, no other device has more connections
to the virtual switch’s neighbors or no other device has a
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high quality connection to the network core (not pictured)
than the current VSRP master switch. Essentially, a failover
occurs here unless there is not another device comprising the
virtual switch capable of providing better L2 service
between the VSRP devices and the network core. The L2
health check performed here by the VSRP switches 304 and
306 results in VSRP switch D 306 recording that it has two
live connections, while VSRP switch C, the current master
switch for the virtual switch 302, announces only one
connection. This information is then taken into account as
parameters in the election process performed at each VSRP
device comprising a virtual switch to determine if another
device should transition into master mode with the current
master transitioning into backup mode and blocking ports
that are currently forwarding. In particular, in some embodi-
ments the number of live connections determined through
the use of health check packets is a factor in determining the
priority assigned to the respective switch, which priority is
then inserted into the VSRP hello packets as discussed
herein.

As discussed above, a virtual LAN (VLAN) can be
viewed as a group of devices on different physical LAN
segments which can communicate with each other as if they
were all on the same physical LAN segment. FIG. 4 presents
an embodiment of the invention where a VSRP aware switch
408 assigns individual ports on the switch membership in
different VLANs 414 and 416. By configuring the VSRP
aware switch 408 so as to have different ports assigned to
membership in different VLLANs 414 and 416, an adminis-
trator may use multiple switches to mimic the effect of
having one physical segment. Also provided is a virtual
switch 402 supplying the VSRP aware switch 408 with a
communications path to other segments of the network (not
pictured). The virtual switch 402 comprises two VSRP
switches 404 and 406. Functionality is provided at the VSRP
switch 404 and 406 so that traffic destined for either of the
VLANSs on the VSRP aware switch 408 is forwarded by the
VSRP master switch 406 over the forwarding link 418. The
link between the VSRP aware switch 408 and the VSRP
backup switch 404 is set to blocking 420 so as to prevent a
network loop, until such time as the VSRP backup switch is
required to transition into master mode.

Each host, e.g., 410, 412, etc., that is connected to the
VSRP aware physical LAN segment 408 is assigned mem-
bership in a specific virtual LAN, e.g., 416. In this manner,
traffic received by the switch 408 is not broadcast to all
physically connected hosts 410 and 412. Using a command
line interface (CLI) to access and set parameters used by
software at the VSRP switch in providing redundancy, an
administrator may set a virtual switch 402 to provide redun-
dancy for only selected VLLANs 414 and 416 on a VSRP
aware switch 408. Alternatively, software in the VSRP
switch allows an administrator to create a topology group
whereby one VLAN is set as the master VLAN for the
group. The topology group is also bound to or associated
with one or more additional VL.ANs. This binding of master
and member VLLANs is required due to the fact that each
physical interface on a switch may only be associated with
an individual VLAN. Software in the VSRP switch is
configured to catch and respond to traffic destined for the
master and member VLANSs, thereby providing failover
protection for the topology group.

For example, the topology presented in FIG. 4 satisfies the
requirement that the connections 418 and 420 between the
VSRP aware switch 408 and the virtual switch 402 are
symmetrical. An administrator may set the virtual switch
402 to provide redundancy for only VLAN 1 (416). Assum-
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ing that scenario, the VSRP switches 404 and 406 are
configured to broadcast traffic on only VLAN 1 (416),
thereby requiring an additional communications path (not
pictured) to broadcast traffic destined for VLAN 2 (414).
Alternatively, as presented in the current illustration, an
administrator creates a new topology group setting VLAN 1
as the master VLAN and binding VLLAN 2 as a member
VLAN. The election process of the present invention is
executed by software in each VSRP switch 404 and 406
comprising the connected virtual switch 402 to determine
the VSRP switch it should set itself to master or backup
mode. The VSRP master switch forwards traffic for all
members of the topology group until such time as the VSRP
master switch is required to transition into backup mode.

FIG. 5 builds on the embodiment of the system presented
in FIG. 4. Presented in this illustration are three VSRP aware
switches 508, 510 and 512. Each of the VSRP aware
switches presented here 508, 510 and 512 has partitioned its
ports between two VLANs: VLAN 1 and VLAN 2, so at to
thereby mimic two physical network segments. Traffic
received on each of the VSRP aware switches 508, 510 and
512 is not broadcast to every host physically connected to
the switch according to this configuration. Instead, traffic is
tagged as destined for a particular VLAN, with the VSRP
aware switch broadcasting packets only to ports that are
members of the target VLLAN. Hosts attached to different
physical LAN segments, therefore, appear as one logical
LAN.

A virtual switch 502 provides a redundant connection to
an outside network or network segments for the VSRP aware
switches 508, 510 and 512. The virtual switch 502 is
comprised of two VSRP switches: a VSRP master switch
504 and VSRP backup switch 506. It should be noted that
additional VSRP switches may be added to the virtual switch
502 in order to provide additional failover capacity. In a
virtual switch according to the present invention that has
reached a stable configuration, the VSRP switch acting as
the VSRP master switch 504 for the virtual switch 502 sets
all its ports to forward data, represented by bold lines
interconnecting the VSRP master switch 504 with the VSRP
aware switches 508, 510, 512. All other VSRP switches in
the stable virtual switch transition to backup mode and set
their ports to block all traffic except for hello messages from
other VSRP switches in the virtual switch. Furthermore, the
virtual switch 502 is configured to provide failover protec-
tion for both of the VLANs on the VSRP aware switches
508, 510, and 512 by binding the two VLLANS into a single
topology group. Binding of VLLANs into topology groups is
accomplished through programming at the VSRP switch’s
command line interface.

As explained throughout the disclosure, the present inven-
tion is concerned with providing redundancy protection for
Layer 2 devices in large switched networks, as well as
preventing problematic network loops whereby hosts appear
on multiple interfaces of the same device. The invention
accomplishes these objectives by associating two or more
VSRP switches into a virtual switch, thereby providing
redundancy protection, and setting only the ports of one
VSRP switch to forward and the rest to block. A hello packet
514 is used by each VSRP backup switch 506 to determine,
based on the status of received hello packets in the same
virtual switch 502, whether it should be in master mode
(ports forwarding), blocking mode (ports blocking), or an
intermediary “master confirm” mode (ports blocking to
traffic but transmitting hello packets).

Each hello packet 514 transmitted by the VSRP switch in
master mode comprises data that indicates the transmitting
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VSRP switch’s state, which is determined on the basis of a
number of factors. Of high importance is the priority value,
which among other factors is based on the number of
connections that the VSRP switch has to the virtual switch’s
neighbors, e.g., the switches for which redundancy is being
provided. As with other topologies configured according to
the present invention, the VSRP switches 504 and 506 are
symmetrically connected to the supported VSRP aware
switches 508, 510, and 512. The VSRP switches 504 and
506 may also export this priority data for utilization with
other software applications that monitor and respond to
network health issues, such as the IronView switch and INM
product available from Foundry Networks.

In addition to the number of connections that a VSRP
switch has to the virtual switch’s neighbors, the priority data
comprising the hello packet 514 is based on the relative
quality of the VSRP switch’s connection to the outside
network or network segments. The VSRP switch uses a
tracking value, defined in the switch, to modify the priority
value with regard to the fluctuating quality of its connection
to the outside network. In addition to the priority value, other
data may be broadcast as part of the hello packet, such as the
VSRP switch’s MAC address, IP address, and other miscel-
laneous data that may be used by software executing on
other switches in the virtual switch 502 to deduce whether
to transition into master or backup mode.

Once the virtual switch has reached a stable configuration,
the VSRP master switch sets its ports to forwarding and
continues to send out hello packets. VSRP backup switches
set their ports to blocking and receive hello packets to
determine if they should remain in backup mode or transi-
tion to master mode; hello packets are permitted transmis-
sion over blocked ports on the VSRP backup switch 506.
The connected VSRP aware switches 508, 510 and 512
receive the hello packets 514 and 516. Each VSRP aware
switch 508, 510 and 512, floods the hello packet upon
receipt, which is received by other VSRP switches 504 and
506 in the virtual switch 502 due to the symmetrical nature
of the connection topology. As understood by those skilled
in the art, flooding generally occurs when a packet is
forwarded to all devices other than the device from which it
was received, and is generally performed when the packet
has no routing address.

Alternatively, a direct link may be provided between
VSRP devices 504 and 506 as a primary channel for
transmission of hello packets to reduce extraneous admin-
istrative traffic on the network; a flooding technique may be
used regardless of the primary link or only in the event the
primary link fails. The primary link improves the efficiency
of'and synchronicity between the VSRP configured or aware
switches, because the direct/primary link ensures the timely
delivery of hello packets.

Because the VSRP packets are transmitted through flood-
ing, a control mechanism is used to prevent overflooding.
Thus, in some embodiments a time-to-live (TTL) packet is
attached to the VSRP hello packet, which TTL is decre-
mented each time the packet is transferred through a VSRP
switch. Thus, for example, if the VSRP aware switches are
arranged in a multiple layer topology, such as a ladder
topology (in which each pair of a series of VSRP backup
switches is connected to another pair of VSRP backup
switches in symmetrical fashion), the TTL is set so that it
counts down to zero when the hello packet reaches the
intended VSRP backup switch(es) in the ladder topology,
thus stopping the hello packet from continuing to circulate.
However, when VSRP hello packets are flooded through
other topologies to which the VSRP aware switches are
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connected, the TTL should not be decremented so as to
prevent the packet from timing down to zero before it
reaches the other VSRP aware devices. For example, the
VSRP aware switches may, in accordance with the inven-
tion, be connected to a Layer 2 network with arbitrary, albeit
loop free, configuration, which network is running another
protocol to prevent loops and provide redundancy. One such
exemplary configuration is a linear topology, such as a ring
configuration described below. Any devices in the connected
network not running VSRP do not decrement the VSRP
packet TTL.

Thus, in accordance with embodiments of the invention,
a default TTL value is provided in the hello packet genera-
tion software executing in the VSRP switches. Network
administrators, aware of the network topologies connected
to the VSRP switches, may set or change the TTL value
through a command line interface with the switches.

FIGS. 6 through 10 present processes for implementing
and operating a virtual switch as presented in FIGS. 1
through 5. Turning to FIG. 6, the process executed by
software executing on the VSRP switch typically begins by
cycling the power on or resetting all devices comprising the
virtual switch, step 602. As will be evident by processes
presented at a later point in the program execution, the
current part of the process is typically only executed when
the virtual switch is initialized. Upon power being cycled on,
each of the VSRP switches comprising the virtual switch
transitions to backup mode, step 604. One skilled in the art,
however, will appreciate that this is not a requirement of the
invention and the process may be adapted with little effort to
accommodate the VSRP switches transitioning to master
mode when powered on. Each VSRP switch in the virtual
switch further initializes a countdown variable, referred to as
C1, step 606.

Each VSRP switch in backup mode executes the process
illustrated in FIG. 7 to determine if a transition to a new
mode is required based on its own state versus the state of
other VSRP switches in the virtual switch. The process
begins 700 with the VSRP switch set to backup mode, step
702. As described above, a VSRP switch in backup mode
sets all of its port to a blocking state whereby only hello
packets are accepted over the port; regular network traffic is
denied. The VSRP switch also initializes a countdown
variable to the value C1, step 702. The countdown variable
is used by the VSRP switch when in backup mode to
determine if no other device in the same virtual switch is in
master mode and transmitting hello packets, thereby indi-
cating that the switch in backup mode should transition to
master mode. According to embodiments of the invention, a
switch administrator uses the VSRP switch’s command line
interface to define the initial value of the countdown vari-
able. Furthermore, each VSRP switch within a given virtual
switch may initialize the countdown variable to a different
value if desired.

The device is initialized, step 702, and the VSRP switch
decrements the countdown variable, step 704. The VSRP
switch in backup mode executes two processes in parallel in
order to determine its proper mode. After the switch decre-
ments the countdown variable, step 704, a check is per-
formed to determine if the countdown variable is equal to
zero, step 706. If the countdown variable is not set to zero,
step 706, control returns to step 704 where the VSRP switch
once again decrements the countdown variable. Where the
countdown variable is equal to zero, step 706, the time
threshold to receive hello packets from a device or devices
in master mode has been exceeded, thereby causing program
flow to pass to step 708 where VSRP switch transitions from
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backup mode to master confirm mode. The transition is
performed where no hello packets have been received in the
countdown window due to the fact that this condition is
indicative of no other device comprising the virtual switch
being in master confirm mode.

Executing in parallel with the countdown process, steps
706 and 708, another process awaits receipt of one or more
hello packets from the device or devices attempting to act as
the VSRP master switch for the virtual switch, steps 710,
712, 714, and 716. Where no hello packet is received, the
process waits while the previously described parallel pro-
cess, steps 704, 706, and 708, continues to decrement the
countdown variable. Where a hello packet is received from
a device in master mode, step 710, it is analyzed to retrieve
the data values contained therein, e.g., priority value for the
VSRP switch that is transmitting the packet. The VSRP
switch extracts the priority value and performs a check to
determine whether it has a higher priority value than the
priority value contained in the received hello packet, step
712.

Where the receiving VSRP switch determines that the
priority value contained in the received hello packet is
greater than its priority value, step 712, the VSRP switch
concludes that it should remain in backup mode as another
device is properly acting as the master VSRP switch for the
virtual switch. The VSRP switch reinitializes the countdown
variable to C1, step 716 and program flow returns to step 704
where the process is repeated. If, however, the VSRP switch
determines that its priority value is greater than that con-
tained in the received hello packet, the VSRP switch con-
cludes it should potentially be the master VSRP switch. In
order to “challenge” the current VSRP master, the VSRP
switch transitions into an intermediate mode between
backup and master mode referred to as master confirm
mode, step 714. The parallel process run by the software to
maintain the timer mechanism, steps 706 and 708, is killed
when the VSRP switch transitions to master confirm mode.

The process executed by the VSRP switch upon entering
master confirm mode is introduced in FIG. 8. The process
begins, step 800, when the device transitions into master
confirm mode, at which point the VSRP software initializes
a countdown variable and a hello counter, step 802. The
countdown variable is used as a timer to trigger the trans-
mission of hello packets. The hello counter is maintained to
set a threshold number of hello packets to transmit, at which
point the VSRP switch transitions into master mode if it
hasn’t already transitioned to backup mode and thus termi-
nated sending hello packets. The counters are initialized,
step 802, and the software executing at the VSRP switch
decrements the countdown variable, step 804. As is the case
with the processes performed by the VSRP switch in backup
mode, the processes performed by the switch in master
confirm mode are similarly executed in parallel. For conve-
nience, the timer process is explained first, steps 806, 808,
810, 812, 814, and 816, followed by an explanation of the
packet comparison process, steps 818, 820, 822, and 824.

When the software decrements the countdown variable,
step 804, a check is performed to determine if the count-
down variable is equal to zero, step 806. Where the count-
down variable is not equal to zero, step 806, the process once
again decrements the countdown variable, step 804, and so
forth until the variable is equal to zero, step 806. When the
countdown variable reaches zero, step 806, the software
decrements the hello counter variable, step 808. The VSRP
switch transmits hello packets indicating its current priority
on all of its ports that are not outgoing ports connected to an
outside network, step 810. The hello packets are transmitted,
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step 810, and a check is performed to determine if the hello
counter is set to zero. Where the hello counter has not been
set to zero, the software resets the countdown variable, step
806, and program flow for this portion of the parallel process
returns to step 804. If the hello counter has expired and the
VSRP switch is still in master confirm mode, the software
operating at the VSRP switch concludes that it should be the
VSRP master switch and transitions into master mode.

Executing in parallel with the countdown process, steps
806, 808, 810, 812, 814 and 816, a process awaits receipt of
one or more hello packets from the device or devices
attempting to act as the VSRP master switch for the virtual
switch, steps 710, 712, 714, and 716. Where no hello packet
is received, the process waits while the previously described
parallel countdown process, steps 806, 808, 810, 812, 814
and 816, continues to decrement the countdown variable,
hello counter, and transmit hello packets as is appropriate.

Where a hello packet is received from a device in master
mode or master confirm mode, step 818, it is analyzed to
determine the data values contained therein, e.g., priority
value for the VSRP switch that is transmitting the packet.
Because multiple devices may simultaneously be in master
confirm mode, the VSRP switch may receive one or more
hello packets, step 818. The number of potential hello
packets is also a function of the number of devices com-
prising the virtual switch. The VSRP switch receives the
hello packet or packets and performs a check to determine
whether its priority is greater than that contained in any of
the hello packet or packets, step 820.

Where the VSRP switch calculates that it has a higher
priority than that contained in any analyzed hello packet,
step 820, a hello packet is transmitted containing the VSRP
switch’s priority value and this portion of the parallel
process concludes until the next hello packet is received,
step 818. If, however, the VSRP switch calculates that the
received hello packet contains a greater priority value, the
VSRP concludes that another device is the proper VSRP
master for the virtual switch and therefore transitions into
backup mode and sets its ports to blocking, step 822. The
parallel process run by the software to maintain the timer
mechanism, steps 806, 808, 810, 812, 814 and 816, is killed
when the VSRP switch transitions to backup mode. Accord-
ing to embodiments of the invention, the switch’s ports
remain blocked when in master confirm mode so as to
prevent temporary network loops.

Where the VSRP switch in master confirm mode transmits
the number of hello packets as defined by the hello counter
variable, step 812, and no other device is broadcasting a
higher priority value, step 820, the VSRP switch concludes
it should be the VSRP master and transitions to master
mode. Consistent with performance of the VSRP switch in
master mode, the VSRP switch sets all its ports from
blocking to forwarding, thereby allowing the regular flow of
network traffic over its ports. The process executed by the
VSRP switch in master mode is illustrated in FIG. 9. The
process begins, step 900, when the device transitions into
master mode, at which point the VSRP software initializes
a countdown variable, step 902. The countdown variable is
used as a timer to trigger the transmission of hello packets
in the event the VSRP fails to receive hello packets from
another device in the virtual switch.

The counters are initialized, step 902, and the software
executing at the VSRP switch decrements the countdown
variable, step 904. As is the case with the processes per-
formed by the VSRP switch when in backup and master
confirm modes, the processes performed by the switch in
master mode are similarly executed in parallel. In one
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portion or thread of the parallel process, a check is per-
formed to determine if the countdown variable is set to zero,
step 906. Where the countdown variable is not equal to zero,
step 906, the process once again decrements the countdown
variable, step 904, and so forth until the variable is equal to
zero, step 906. When the countdown variable reaches zero,
the VSRP switch transmits hello packets over its ports
connect to the managed VSRP aware switches, step 908. The
hello packets are transmitted, step 908, and the countdown
variable is reinitialized, step 902.

A parallel process for performing analysis of received
hello packets is triggered upon receipt of a hello packet,
steps 908, 910, 912, and 914. Where a hello packet is
received from a challenging device in master confirm mode,
step 910, it is analyzed to determine the data values con-
tained therein, e.g., priority value for the VSRP switch that
is transmitting the packet. Because multiple devices may
simultaneously be in master confirm mode when the virtual
switch is attempting to converge, e.g., enter its proper state
with regard to other VSRP switches in the virtual switch, the
VSRP switch may receive one or more hello packets, step
910. The number of potential hello packets is also a function
of the number of devices comprising the virtual switch. The
VSRP switch receives the hello packet or packets and
performs a check to determine whether its priority is greater
than that contained in any of the hello packet or packets, step
912.

Where the VSRP switch calculates that it has a higher
priority than that contained in any analyzed hello packet,
step 912, a hello packet is transmitted containing the VSRP
switch’s priority value, step 908, and this portion of the
parallel process concludes until the next hello packet is
received, step 910. If, however, the VSRP switch calculates
that a received hello packet contains a greater priority value,
step 912, the VSRP concludes that another device is the
proper VSRP master for the virtual switch and therefore
transitions into backup mode and sets its ports to blocking,
step 914. The parallel process run by the software to
maintain the timer mechanism, steps 906 and 908, is killed
when the VSRP switch transitions to backup mode.

When a switch in the virtual switch transitions from
master to backup the aware switch detects this condition by
receiving the VSRP hello packet from a port different than
the one that connects it to the old master. The aware switch
transfers its MAC entries on the old master port to the new
master port. This assists in quick failover recovery and data
convergence which, in some embodiments, may be accom-
plished in a sub-second time frame.

In some embodiments, hello packets transmitted by
switches in master or master confirm mode carry a hello
timer which is communicated to the backup switches. The
backup switches use the hello timer to synchronize their
time values with those of the master switch. This further
assists in stabilization of the network. Some embodiments
further employ an authentication process for hello packets,
wherein a password is sent with the hello packet, which gets
authenticated at the receiving switch.

As indicated previously, each VSRP device updates its
priority value with regard to the quality of its outbound
connection on an arbitrary or periodic basis. FIG. 10 pres-
ents an embodiment of a process executed by the VSRP
switch to modify its priority value vis-a-vis available out-
bound bandwidth. Each VSRP switch is configured with a
low bandwidth threshold value, which is retrieved from
storage or memory, step 1002. This low bandwidth threshold
may be set by a switch administrator using the CLI to set the
parameter in the VSRP switch’s software. Looking at the
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switches from any given virtual switch as a group, a check
is performed to determine if additional VSRP switches need
to execute the priority update, step 1004. It should be noted
that software at each VSRP switch performs this analysis in
parallel without input from other VSRP switches in the
virtual switch or any other controlling device. The loop
presented here, therefore, is for the purpose of clarity in the
presentation only.

If more devices exist, step 1004, another device in the
virtual switch is analyzed, step 1006. Software executed by
the VSRP switch, e.g., priority calculation software, takes a
measurement of the bandwidth available on the interface
connecting the VSRP switch to the outside network or
network segments, step 1006. A multitude of available
techniques are well known to those skilled in the art for
measuring the bandwidth available on a given link, for
example, the Pathchar Algorithms, used in the tools pathchar
and utimer, and the family of algorithms based on the Packet
Pair algorithm used in the tools bprobe, cprobe, and
tcpanaly. The measured bandwidth available to the VSRP
switch is compared against the low bandwidth threshold set
at the CLI, step 1006. Other techniques may be used to
determine dynamically whether the update or decrease a
switch’s priority, such as a periodic “ping” to a known router
outside the network to ensure a connection to the outside
network, wherein the priority is decreased if the “ping” fails
to go through.

A check is performed by software at the VSRP switch to
determine if the calculation comparing the available band-
width against the low bandwidth threshold results in the
threshold being exceeded, step 1008. If the available band-
width exceeds the threshold, the VSRP switch decrements
its priority value by the tracking value, step 1010. As
described above, the tracking value is a mechanism that
allows a VSRP switch with poor bandwidth to the outside
network to advertise this fact and allow it and other VSRP
switches in the same virtual switch to take this into account
when determining if they should be in master or backup
mode. The tracking value is loaded into the VSRP switch’s
software by a switch administrator at the CLI. It should be
noted that various types of aging mechanisms, such as are
well known to those of skill in the art, may also be employed
to increase the priority as available bandwidth improves.

Where the VSRP switch determines that the bandwidth
available on its interface connecting it to the outside network
or network segments does not exceed the low bandwidth
threshold, step 1008, the priority value remains unmodified
and the switch’s analysis is complete for this iteration of the
priority update. Program flow returns to step 1004 where a
check is performed to determine if additional VSRP
switches forming the virtual switch need to update their
priority value. The subroutine ends when all devices in the
virtual switch have been updated, step 1012.

The application of the present invention to the topology
presented in FIG. 5 is built on with the topology presented
in FIG. 11. As in the previous topology, several VSRP aware
switches are provided 1108, 1110 and 1112. Each of the
VSRP aware switches presented here 1108, 1110 and 1112
has partitioned its ports between two VLANs. VSRP aware
switches A and C, 1108 and 1112 respectively, have assigned
their ports to VLANs 1 (1114) and 2 (1116), whereas VSRP
aware switch B 1110 has assigned its ports to VLANs 3
(1118) and 4 (1120). Traffic received on each of the VSRP
aware switches 1108, 1110 and 1112 is not broadcast to
every host physically connected to the switch. Instead, traffic
is tagged as destined for a particular VL AN, with the VSRP
aware switch broadcasting packets only to ports that are
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members of the target VLLAN. Hosts attached to different
physical LAN segments, therefore, appear as one logical
LAN.

In this embodiment, two virtual switches are created from
two physical VSRP switches 1104 and 1106, each of the
virtual switches providing redundancy protection for a dif-
ferent group of VLANSs. Each virtual switch 1102 is con-
figured to provide failover protection for selected VLLANs on
the VSRP aware switches 1108, 1110, and 1112 by binding
two VLANSs into a single topology group, which is pro-
grammed at the VSRP switch’s CLI interface, and assigning
it to a virtual switch. To emulate multiple virtual switches on
a single physical VSRP switch, each VSRP switch 1104 and
1106 is assigned a virtual switch identifier (VSID) for each
virtual switch that the VSRP switch is a member of; each
VSID is associated with a virtual switch and topology group.
It should be noted that additional VSRP switches might be
added to the virtual switch 1102 to provide additional
failover capacity.

For each virtual switch that the VSRP switch is a member
of, the VSRP switch acting as the VSRP master switch sets
all its ports to forward data for the supported VLLANS,
represented by bold lines interconnecting the VSRP master
switch with the VSRP aware switches 1108, 1110, 1112. All
other VSRP switches in the stable virtual switch are set to
backup mode, setting their ports to blocking (except for
hello messages).

In the illustration of the present figure, topology group 1
comprises VLANs 1 and 2, whereas topology group 2
comprises VLLANs 3 and 4. VSRP switch 1104 is the master
VSRP switch for topology group one, while simultaneously
acting as the VSRP backup switch for topology group 2.
VSRP switch 1104, therefore, sets ports connected to VSRP
aware switches A and C (topology group 1), 1108 and 1112,
to forwarding and the ports connected to VSRP aware switch
B (topology group 2) as blocking. Likewise, VSRP switch
1106 is the master VSRP switch for topology group two,
while simultaneously acting as the VSRP backup switch for
topology group 1. VSRP switch 1106, therefore, sets ports
connected to VSRP aware switches A and C (topology group
1), 1108 and 1112, to blocking and the port connected to
VSRP aware switch B (topology group 2) as forwarding.
This is an excellent example of how the present invention
provides the redundancy features of a protocol such as
VRRP, as well as the benefits of a protocol such as STP by
preventing undesirable network loops.

Putting it another way, the use of VRRP together with
STP would result in the possibility that the same port would
be selected to be blocking by STP but would ideally be
forwarding under VRRP as the best route to a master. For
example, if the switch connected to the master and backup
switches is elected as the root switch in STP, it will set one
of the master switch ports to blocking. However, use of
VSRP rather than VRRP to provide redundancy and failover
protection solves this problem, as described above.

Each VSRP switch in master mode 1104 and 1106 broad-
casts hello packets 1122 and 1124 for each virtual switch in
which the VSRP switch is a VSRP master. Other VSRP
switches receive the hello packets 1122 and 1124 and act
upon them if the receiving VSRP switch is a member of the
virtual switch that the hello packet is destined for. If the
receiving VSRP switch is a member of the virtual switch that
the hello packet is destined for, the packet is used by the
receiving VSRP switch’s software. The VSRP switch’s
software extracts the data contained in the received hello
packet to determine whether it should be in master mode,
master confirm mode, or blocking mode for the given virtual
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switch that the hello packet belongs to (and of which the
VSRP switch is a member). Where the VSRP switch
receives hello packets for a virtual switch that the VSRP
switch is not a member of, the packet is ignored. Alterna-
tively, it may continue to be propagated throughout the
network.

Each hello packet 1122 and 1124 comprises information
regarding the transmitting VSRP switch’s state and mem-
bership. The VSRP switch broadcasts hello packets for each
virtual switch for which it is a master. Each broadcast hello
packet is tagged with a virtual switch identifier (VSID)
indicating the virtual switch to which it belongs and, there-
fore, the VLLANS for which it is providing redundancy. These
packets are acted on as is appropriate by other VSRP
switches that are members of the same virtual switch, e.g.,
depending on the VSRP switch’s current mode. Also of high
importance is the priority value that the VSRP switch has,
which is used by other VSRP switches in the virtual switch
to determine if a mode change is appropriate. The data in
hello packets for different virtual switches broadcast by the
same physical device may be different.

As with other topologies configured according to the
present invention, the VSRP switches 1104 and 1106 are
symmetrically connected to the supported VSRP aware
switches 1108, 1110, and 1112. Discrepancies in the number
of connections to a particular VLAN between VSRP
switches 1104 and 1106 that are members of the same virtual
switch is reflected in the priority value. The priority value
allows a VSRP switch to realize if the connection symmetry
is broken for a particular virtual switch, at which VSRP
switch or switches the break or breaks are occurring, and
assist it in making a decision regarding the proper mode to
be in for that virtual switch. The VSRP switches 1104 and
1106 may also export this data for utilization with other
software applications that monitor and respond to network
health issues.

In addition to the number of connections that a VSRP
switch has to the virtual switch’s neighbors, the priority
value contained in the hello packet may be modified accord-
ing to the relative quality of the switch’s connection to the
outside network or network segments for a given virtual
switch. Each VSRP switch comprises a tracking value, not
included as part of the data comprising the hello packet,
which is used to modify the priority value as the quality of
the outside connection fluctuates. In addition, other data is
broadcast, such as the VSRP switch’s MAC address, 1P
address, and other miscellaneous data that may be used by
software executing on other switches in the virtual switch to
deduce whether to transition into master or backup mode.

Each VSRP switch 1104 and 1106 broadcasts hello pack-
ets 1122 and 1124 for the virtual switches that it is a VSRP
master for over its connected interfaces; hello packets are
permitted transmission over blocked ports on a VSRP
backup switch. Each VSRP aware switch 1108, 1110 and
1112 receives the hello packets. Each VSRP aware switch
1108, 1110 and 1112, floods the hello packet upon receipt,
which is received by other VSRP switches due to the
symmetrical nature of the topology. The VSRP switches act
on the hello messages as is appropriate for each virtual
switch. Alternatively, a direct link may be provided between
VSRP devices 1104 and 1106 as a primary channel for
transmission of hello packets to reduce extraneous admin-
istrative traffic on the network.

One exemplary embodiment of a process for operating a
virtual switch configured according to FIG. 11 is presented
in FIG. 12. As explained previously, each VSRP switch may
be configured such that the VSRP switch is a member of
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more than one virtual switch. Before performing the startup
initialization process presented in FIG. 6, the VSRP switch
retrieves parameters for the first virtual switch of which it is
a member, step 1202. Data associated with the currently
selected virtual switch’s virtual switch identifier (VSID) is
used in generating hello packets and in analyzing received
hello packets that are intended for the current virtual switch.

Upon retrieving data for the current VSID, in this instance
the first virtual switch, the VSRP switch initializes itself for
the current VSID, step 1204. As is apparent to those skilled
in the art, the process executed by the VSRP switch in
backup mode always results in every VSRP switch in virtual
switch transitioning to master mode. Referring to the flow
diagram presented in FIG. 7, no hello packets are ever
received before the countdown process completes because
all switches are initially in backup mode, as indicated in
FIG. 6. This results in each VSRP switch transitioning to
master confirm mode, wherein each VSRP switch transmits
hello packets for the current VSID upon completion of the
countdown process.

Continuing with the packet checking process of FIG. 9,
each VSRP switch in the current virtual switch examines the
set of received hello packets. Based on the results of its
priority comparison check, each VSRP switch in the current
virtual switch transitions into backup mode or remains in
master mode and continues to broadcast hello packets to
other VSRP switches, step 1208. This state of equilibrium,
whereby a virtual switch has one VSRP master and one or
more VSRP backup switches, is referred to as “conver-
gence”—the virtual switch and each VSRP switch compris-
ing it has converged at a stable configuration.

Step 1212 represents the sub-process executed by the
VSRP switch for each converged virtual switch of which it
is part. A VSRP switch executes the processes for the
specific mode it is in for each virtual switch of which it is a
member. When the first of several virtual switches that a
VSRP switch is a member of converges, there is not a next
converged virtual switch to retrieve for execution, step 1210.
Put another way, as each virtual switch that a VSRP switch
is a member of converges, the VSRP switch executes
processes in a multithreaded fashion according to the mode
it is in for each virtual switch of which it is a member.

The VSRP switch performs a check to determine if it is a
member of additional virtual switches, step 1214. Where
there are additional virtual switches that must be initialized
and converged, the VSRP switch loads data for the next
virtual switch by retrieving parameters associated with the
next virtual switch’s VSID, step 1216. Program flow returns
to step 1204 where the VSRP switch initializes itself vis-a-
vis the current VSID. If, however, there are no additional
virtual switches that the VSRP switch is a member of that
require initialization and convergence, the VSRP switch
continues to execute the processes associated with the mode
it is in for each virtual switch in a multithreaded fashion, step
1212.

Another configuration of the invention is presented in
FIG. 13. In this illustration, VSRP switches 1304, 1306,
1310, and 1312 are presented in a ladder configuration
whereby one virtual switch 1302 is used to provide redun-
dancy for another virtual switch 1308. Similarly to the
topology configuration of the system illustrated at FIG. 5,
several VSRP aware switches 1314, 1316, and 1318 are
provided that typically perform Layer 2 aggregation and
switching functionality. As has been explained throughout
the specification, each of these Layer 2 devices 1314, 1316,
and 1318 is “VSRP” aware, meaning it may properly operate
with the failover functionality provided by the VSRP
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switches of the present invention. Each of these Layer 2
devices 1314, 1316, and 1318 may also be connected to one
or more host devices, hubs, switches, bridges or other
network interconnection devices.

The VSRP aware switches 1314, 1316, and 1318 are
symmetrically connected to a pair of VSRP switches 1310
and 1312. The VSRP switches operate in concert whereby
one device is in master mode 1312 and the other device is
in backup mode 1310. In order to prevent network loops
over the symmetric connections, the VSRP master 1312 sets
its ports to forward network traffic while the VSRP backup
1310 blocks traffic over all its ports. By acting in concert to
provide redundant network paths, while concurrently pre-
venting network loops, the VSRP switches form a virtual
switch 1308.

Also presented in this illustration is a second virtual
switch 1302 configured so as to provide network route
redundancy to the network core for the virtual switch 1308
that itself is providing redundant paths to the managed
VSRP aware switches 1314, 1316 and 1318. As with other
embodiments of the virtual switch, the VSRP switches 1304
and 1306 perform mode transitions, shown in FIGS. 6
through 10, and converge to a stable configuration whereby
one VSRP switch is in master mode and other VSRP
switches in the same virtual switch are in backup mode.

It should be noted that only one path between the two
virtual switches 1302 and 1308 is depicted as forwarding
data 1320. According to the converged virtual switch, a
device in backup mode sets all its ports to blocking. Based
upon this requirement, no network traffic except hello pack-
ets may traverse any data path that either begins or ends at
a VSRP backup switch. Therefore, the data paths between
VSRP master switch 1312 and VSRP backup switch 1304,
VSRP master switch 1306 and VSRP backup switch 1310,
and VSRP backup switch 1304 and VSRP backup switch
1310 are all blocked. According to the two converged virtual
switches 1302 and 1308, only one path 1320 is available
over which network traffic to and from the network core may
pass. Unfavorable network loops are thereby avoided. Mul-
tiple virtual switches may be layered in this manner in order
to provide a multiple levels of failover fault tolerance in
providing a route to the network core.

As discussed above, the present invention is useful in
attaching networks utilizing a virtual switch for a fault
tolerant connection to Layer 2 loop free network, such as a
spanning tree network, to provide fault tolerant communi-
cations between the two. Another example is a ring network,
such as presented in FIG. 14 and described in commonly
owned U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/090,669, filed
Mar. 4, 2002, now U.S. Pat. No. 6,717,922, entitled “NET-
WORK CONFIGURATION PROTOCOL AND METHOD
FOR RAPID TRAFFIC RECOVERY AND LOOP AVOID-
ANCE IN RING TOPOLOGIES”, said application being
incorporated herein by reference. This application describes
a specific ring network to which the present invention is
suited for providing connectivity. As with previously pre-
sented topologies, a virtual switch 1402 is used to provide
redundancy protection for a set of VSRP switches 1408 and
1410. The virtual switch 1402 comprises two VSRP
switches operating in concert to provide this redundancy.

As has been explained in great detail, the VSRP switches
1404 and 1406 conduct regular elections to determine
whether they should be in master mode (forwarding packets)
or in backup mode (blocking packets) for each virtual switch
1402 to which they belong. In the present diagram, VSRP
master switch 1404 is providing an open connection to the
VSRP switches 1408 and 1410, while VSRP backup switch
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1406 is waiting to take over in the event that the VSRP
master fails. According to the present configuration of the
invention, however, not all of the ports on the VSRP backup
switch 1406 are set to blocking.

Because the present invention is concerned about provid-
ing connection route redundancy to VSRP aware switches
being managed by a virtual switch, each of the VSRP
switches comprising the virtual switch must be connected to
the outside network, in this case a ring topology. The ring
topology, however, adds the additional constraint that,
because data must be able to flow freely from the beginning
to the end of the ring, data must always pass between both
VSPR switches as shown by the bold interconnect between
the two devices 1404 and 1406 and the ring. In other words,
the interfaces exposed by a VSRP switch (or virtual switch)
to the ring network must always be set to forwarding in order
to preserve the continuity of the ring. Thus, the ports that
interconnect the virtual switch will not be exposed to VSRP
but rather only to the fault redundancy protocol operating
within the ring, such as the metro ring protocol described in
the above referenced application, or other network configu-
ration, such as spanning tree protocol. In FIG. 14, for
example, VSRP switches 1404 and 1406 each have their
interconnecting ports and the port belonging to the ring
topology controlled by the metro ring protocol, while the
port connected to the VSRP aware switches 1408 and 1410
are controlled by VSRP. In a VL AN, some ports can belong
to VSRP while others belong to the network’s fault redun-
dancy protocol.

Each VSRP device 1404 and 1406 in the virtual switch
1402 connected to the ring must have its interfaces that are
exposed to the ring, and that are controlled by the ring’s fault
redundancy protocol, always set to forward data due to the
implicit features of the ring topology. This implicit feature
arises from the fact that a ring is defined as intact when data
moves from a starting point on the ring (forwarding port)
and arrives on the starting point’s opposite interface con-
nected to the other end of the ring (blocking port). A master
device 1412 controls the ring network. Optimally, the start
and end points of the ring should be the master’s interfaces
1412, whereby one interface is set to blocking and the other
is set to forwarding. Data passes through the ring from the
master’s forwarding port to other devices connected to the
ring, 1414, 1416 and 1418. When the data gets to the VSRP
backup switch 1406, the ring would be broken if the VSRP
switch’s interfaces exposed to the ring were set to blocking,
thereby causing the master 1412 to reconfigure the ring to
work around the fault and diminish the fault tolerance
features of the virtual switch in providing a connection to the
ring.

Using the CLI provided by each of the VSRP switches
1404 and 1406, a switch administrator instructs each VSRP
switch 1404 and 1406 to keep all ports exposed to the ring
network, regardless of whether it is in master or backup
mode. In addition to the foregoing, a direct physical con-
nection is provided between the VSRP switches 1402 and
1406. This direct connection is required due to the fact that
without it the VSRP backup switch would have no other
route to broadcast the packets passed over the ring because
all its other ports are blocking. The interfaces used for this
direct connection are also set to forwarding regardless of the
VSRP switch’s mode. Once wired and configured, the
virtual switch provides redundancy functionality for the
supported VSRP switches as previously explained through
reference to various embodiments of the invention as pre-
sented in the accompanying figures.
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A method of operating a virtual switch of the present
invention in conjunction with a network configured accord-
ing to a ring topology is shown in the flow diagram pre-
sented at FIG. 15. An administrator or other similar network
engineer physically wiring the network identifies the ports
comprising the VSRP switches in the virtual switch that
constitute a portion of the ring topology, step 1502, which
are interconnected to preserve the continuity of the ring
topology. Using the command line interface provided by the
software executing on each VSRP switch, a switch admin-
istrator instructs the software that the ports selected as
connected to the ring topology, the ring protocol in turn,
instructs these ports to be always set to forwarding, step
1504. These selected ports are removed from the scope of
control that is exercised by the VSRP software over the ports
on the switch, thereby allowing them to remain in a for-
warding state regardless of whether the switch is in backup
or master mode. At each VSRP switch, the administrator
attaches ports selected for connection to the supported
VSRP aware switches, e.g., ports forming the virtual switch,
resulting in VSRP switches in the virtual switch being
symmetrically connected to the supported VSRP aware
switches, step 1506.

The VSRP switch is physically connected in the proper
manner to the ring topology and supported VSRP switches,
steps 1502 and 1506, and the ports are configured via the
VSRP software’s command line interface, step 1504. The
switches comprising the virtual switch are initialized, e.g.,
reset or their power is cycled, in order to start the initial-
ization process presented in FIG. 6, step 1508. Referring to
the flow diagram presented in FIG. 7, no hello packets are
ever received before the countdown process completes
because all switches are initially in backup mode, as indi-
cated in FIG. 6. This results in each VSRP switch transi-
tioning directly to master mode, wherein each VSRP switch
transmits hello packets for the current VSID upon comple-
tion of the countdown process as shown in FIG. 9, step 1510.

Continuing with the packet checking process of FIG. 9,
each VSRP switch in the current virtual switch examines the
set of received hello packets. Based on the results of its
priority comparison check, each VSRP switch in the current
virtual switch transitions into backup mode or remains in
master mode and continues to broadcast hello packets to
other VSRP switches, step 1512. Changes in the priority
value of a VSRP switch in the virtual switch that impact
which switch should be VSRP master and which switches
should be VSRP backup causes the appropriate software
processes in each switch to transition modes accordingly,
step 1514, in order to maintain a stable converged configu-
ration.

While the invention has been described and illustrated in
connection with preferred embodiments, many variations
and modifications as will be evident to those skilled in this
art may be made without departing from the spirit and scope
of the invention, and the invention is thus not to be limited
to the precise details of methodology or construction set
forth above as such variations and modification are intended
to be included within the scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A switch for use in a system of switches, the system of
switches acting as a virtual switch, the switch comprising:

a memory; and

a plurality of ports, each communicatively coupling the

switch to a Layer 2 network,

wherein the switch acts in concert with one or more other

switches in the system of switches to provide route
redundancy for the Layer 2 network, and
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wherein the switch communicates its status to the one or
more other switches by sending, via each of the plu-
rality of ports, redundancy control packets to the Layer
2 network, and

wherein the sending causes the redundancy control pack-
ets to be:
flooded throughout the Layer 2 network; and
transmitted from the Layer 2 network to the one or

more other switches in the system of switches.

2. The switch of claim 1, wherein each redundancy
control packet includes a time-to-live data value, and
wherein the time-to-live data value is decremented each time
the redundancy control packet is transferred through a
switch in the system of switches.

3. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch operates in
a master mode, a backup mode, and a master confirm mode.

4. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a first mode, forwards all network traffic
received at the switch and transmits one or more redundancy
control packets.

5. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a second mode, blocks all network traffic
received at the switch except for redundancy control pack-
ets.

6. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a third mode, blocks all network traffic received
at the switch except for redundancy control packets, and
transmits one or more redundancy control packets.

7. The switch of claim 1, wherein each redundancy
control packet includes a priority data value, and wherein the
switch transitions between a backup mode, a master confirm
mode, and a master mode based on priority data values
included in redundancy control packets received at the
switch and a stored priority data value for the switch.

8. The switch of claim 7, wherein the stored priority data
value is based on a number of live connections between the
switch and devices in the Layer 2 network.

9. The switch of claim 8, wherein the number of live
connection is determined by broadcasting health check
packets from the switch to the devices.

10. The switch of claim 7, wherein the stored priority data
value for the switch is based on the quality of the live
connections.

11. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a master mode or a master confirm mode,
transitions to a backup mode upon receipt of a redundancy
control packet having a priority data value greater than a
stored priority data value.

12. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a backup mode, transitions to a master mode if
no redundancy control packet including a priority data value
greater than a stored priority data value is received within a
predetermined amount of time.

13. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch, when
operating in a master confirm mode, transitions to a master
mode once a predetermined number of redundancy control
packets are transmitted by the switch.

14. The switch of claim 1, wherein the Layer 2 network
is a loop free network.

15. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch is a Layer
2 switch.

16. The switch of claim 1, wherein the switch is commu-
nicatively coupled with two or more VL ANs in the Layer 2
network.
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17. The switch of claim 16, wherein the switch operates
in a plurality of modes, and wherein the switch operates in
a different mode with respect to each VL AN in the two or
more VLANSs.

18. A method performed by a switch in a system of 5

switches, the system of switches acting as a virtual switch,
the method comprising:
acting, by the switch, in concert with one or more other
switches in the system of switches to provide route
redundancy for a Layer 2 network, the switch being
communicatively coupled with the Layer 2 network via
a plurality of ports; and
communicating, by the switch, its status to the one or
more other switches by sending, via each of the plu-
rality of ports, redundancy control packets to the Layer
2 network,
wherein the sending causes the redundancy control pack-
ets to be:
flooded throughout the Layer 2 network; and
transmitted from the Layer 2 network to the one or
more other switches in the system of switches.
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19. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium

having stored thereon program code executable by a switch
in a system of switches, the system of switches acting as a
virtual switch, the program code comprising:

code that causes the switch to act in concert with one or
more other switches in the system of switches to
provide route redundancy for the Layer 2 network, the
switch being communicatively coupled with the Layer
2 network via a plurality of ports; and

code that causes the switch to communicate its status to
the one or more other switches by sending, via each of
the plurality of ports, redundancy control packets to the
Layer 2 network,

wherein the sending causes the redundancy control pack-
ets to be:

flooded throughout the Layer 2 network; and

transmitted from the Layer 2 network to the one or
more other switches in the system of switches.
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